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REPORT TO CABINET


9 February 2010
TITLE OF REPORT:
Primary Review: Whickham Area and R.C. Schools  
REPORT OF:

Margaret Whellans, Group Director Learning and Children
   

Purpose of the Report 

1. Cabinet is asked to consider the outcomes of the consultation process for Stage 2 of the review of primary schools in the Whickham area and small Roman Catholic (RC) primary schools across the Borough. Also, to consider recommendations for specific proposals to be the subject of further formal consultation (Stage 3) and for further informal consultations (Stage 2 extended) in respect of parts of the Whickham area.  



Background 

2. A review of primary school provision was last carried out during the period 2005/6. This was a Borough-wide review, with a particular focus on reducing surplus capacity in a number of areas. This was achieved through some school closures and removal of other surplus capacity where this was appropriate. 

3.
In February 2009, Cabinet received a report outlining the reasons why it was necessary to initiate a further stage of Primary Review, with a focus on the Whickham Area and the RC sector. In both cases, the main issues are surplus capacity and very small primary schools. The first stage (Stage 1) of the reviews asked key stakeholders for their views on possible options for change, and the principles needed to guide the review process. 

4.
In September 2009, Cabinet agreed the Core Principles to guide primary school reviews. These included the principle that for planning purposes, the minimum size for a school should be 1 form of entry (210 pupils). Cabinet also agreed a number of options to be the subject of a Stage 2 consultation with the schools involved, their parents, staff and governors. A number of very small schools were identified as being vulnerable as a result of their low numbers (i.e. significantly below 210):


Marley Hill (91)

Sacred Heart RC, Byermoor (88)


Swalwell (99)


St John’s RC, Felling (79)


Washingwell (100)

St Wilfrid’s RC, Old Fold (91)






St Joseph’s RC Infant, Birtley (79)






St Joseph’s RC Junior, Birtley (105)
The options for addressing the challenges presented by small schools included closing unsustainable schools, retaining schools with the potential to increase their numbers to 210 and amalgamating separate infant and junior schools.

5.
The consultation options for the Whickham area community primary schools indicated the need to consider the closure of one or possibly both schools out of Marley Hill and Washingwell. Swalwell school was to be considered for retention, subject to there being confidence that its numbers could increase to 210. The current plan to rebuild Front Street school at 2 forms of entry (FE) was to be reviewed with a view to rebuilding it as a 1FE school.
6. 
The consultation options for RC primary schools indicated the need to consider the closure of Sacred Heart at Byermoor and the closure of either St John’s or St Wilfrid’s in the Felling area. The amalgamation of St Joseph’s Infant and Junior Schools in Birtley was also to be considered. 

7.
Consultation documents for both review areas, containing the options outlined above and the reasons for the review were published and widely distributed. A questionnaire/response form was included. A series of 20 meetings was held for parents, staff and governors during November 2009, plus other meetings with Ward Councillors and trade unions. Details of the responses, with a summary of the views expressed, are attached as Appendix 2 to this report. Careful consideration has been given to all the views expressed in formulating the following proposals.

Proposals

8.
St John the Baptist and St Wilfrid’s RC Primary Schools
It is proposed to close St John the Baptist RC Primary School, Felling with effect from 31 August 2011. Children currently at the school will be offered places at alternative schools with spare capacity in the area, according to parental preference. St Augustine’s RC and St Wilfrid’s RC are likely to be the main receiving schools. The RC Diocese will need to determine the re-assignment of the school’s parish area for admission purposes. It is proposed to retain St Wilfrid’s RC Primary School, Old Fold. The Council will welcome any proposals from the Diocese, following an area-wide review of RC provision, but considers that the closure of St John’s is unavoidable.
9.
Sacred Heart RC Primary School
It is proposed to close Sacred Heart RC Primary School, Byermoor with effect from 31 August 2011. Children currently at the school will be offered places at alternative schools with spare capacity in the area, according to parental preference. Discussions will take place with the RC Diocese and Durham County Council to confirm the availability of spare capacity in the area. Consideration will also be given to a temporary increase in capacity at St Mary’s RC Primary School, Whickham, if required to meet any short-term need for places. The RC Diocese will need to determine the re-assignment of the school’s parish area for admission purposes.

10.
St Joseph’s RC Infant and Junior Schools
It is proposed to amalgamate St Joseph’s RC Infant and Junior Schools, Birtley. This proposal has the support of the two governing bodies, but wider consultation has not yet taken place. It is now proposed to carry out this consultation.
11.
Marley Hill Community Primary School
It is proposed to close Marley Hill Community Primary School with effect from 31 August 2011. Children currently attending the school will be offered places at Clover Hill Primary School or other schools in the area with spare capacity according to parental preference. As Clover Hill is currently full, consideration will be given to a temporary increase in capacity if required to meet any short term need for places. Marley Hill and Clover Hill share the same catchment area, so no change to catchment area is proposed. The Council will consult parents and schools and develop a suitable alternative arrangement to meet the needs of pupils with autistic spectrum disorders currently placed in Marley Hill. This is likely to include the transfer of the existing staff and pupils as a group, if that reflects the wishes of parents and staff.
12.
Front Street, Washingwell, Swalwell and Fellside Primary Schools
It is proposed that further consideration be given to primary school provision in the Whickham area, in order to determine to most effective long-term solution. A decision in respect of Front Street School cannot be made without considering the impact on neighbouring schools, particularly Swalwell and Washingwell which are currently small schools.  In addition to options previously considered, an option to merge Front Street and Fellside Schools should be considered, on the Fellside site, extended to two forms of entry. Further consultation will take place on the options.
13.
In view of the proposed reduction in small schools in the Borough arising from the above proposals, it is proposed that a review of the small schools funding arrangements be carried out to ensure an equitable distribution of resources to all schools.


Recommendations

14.
It is recommended that Cabinet agrees:

(i)
the proposals for school closures and amalgamation, as identified in this report, subject to consultation;
(ii)
to commence formal consultations, in accordance with section 16 of the Education and Inspections Act (2006), on these proposals;

(iii)
to undertake further informal consultations on options for change in the Whickham area;
(iv)
to carry out a review of the small schools funding arrangements.


For the following reasons:

(i) to meet the Council’s statutory duty to promote high educational standards and ensure that all Gateshead primary schools are able to deliver the best education possible;

(ii) to meet the Council’s statutory duty to ensure sufficient school places, to provide efficient education and make effective use of resources.
CONTACT:    David Mitchell  extension 2750
PLAN REF:  3293










APPENDIX 1

Policy Context 

1.   The Council has statutory duties to:

· ensure that there are sufficient schools and places in its area;

· promote high educational standards;

· ensure fair access to educational opportunity;

· promote diversity and increase parental choice;

· make efficient use its resources, including the removal of surplus places in schools;

· promote the fulfilment of every child’s educational potential.

  The proposals in this report are consistent with the Council’s statutory duties and its vision for children and young people as set out in the Corporate Plan and the Sustainable Community Strategy (Vision 2030). 


Background - General

2. It is a statutory requirement that the Council should keep school provision under review to ensure that the supply of school places matches current and future demand. Some surplus places are required in any area to ensure small rises and falls in the population can be accommodated, and to support a degree of choice for parents. Maintaining too many surplus places represents an inefficient use of resources, which can have an adverse effect on educational standards.

3. Small schools require a disproportionate share of the available resources in order to maintain standards and reasonable class sizes. Too many small schools in an area can result in the inefficient use of resources and a shortage of funding across all schools. Every school maintained by the Council requires funding to run and repair its buildings, to employ caretaking, cleaning and administrative staff, and to meet the additional costs of a non-teaching headteacher and other staff in management posts. 

4.
The main reasons for this review of primary school provision are:

· to maintain the very high standards of education in Gateshead’s primary schools;

· to review the significant number of small primary schools, currently putting increasing pressure on the reducing finances available for all our schools;

· to ensure that any schools identified for capital investment through the Primary Capital Programme have a secure and long-term future;

· to address falling numbers in some schools and in the communities they serve;
· ensure provision matches parental preferences as far as possible 

· to bring forward proposals for reducing surplus capacity in the RC primary sector, not addressed in previous reviews.  
5.
A primary school of 210 pupils (30 per year group) is considered the minimum size for cost-effective delivery of learning. Schools significantly below this size are difficult to manage without additional resources and consequently offer less value for money. Small schools in Gateshead receive an additional budget allocation (“small school allowance”). 14 small primary schools currently receive an additional allowance in excess of £40,000 each, and a further three receive in excess of £50,000 each. Premises-related costs for some small primary schools are above £50,000 per annum. If some of these costs are eliminated, the savings will be redistributed to benefit all remaining schools across the Borough.

6.
Many of Gateshead’s primary school buildings have been removed, replaced or significantly refurbished over the last 25 years. However, there are still many schools with older buildings requiring significant investment to ensure that children can learn in good quality buildings with modern facilities which meet the challenges of sustainability and providing education in the 21st Century. The Primary Capital Programme will bring millions of pounds of investment in primary school buildings over the next 14 years. It is vital that this is invested carefully, in schools that are sustainable over the long-term.

7.
Local authorities have a duty to consider the impact of parental preference on their schools. As the amount of surplus capacity grows, more mobile parents effectively have a greater choice of school for their children. The impact of their choices can have a disproportionate effect on some schools, and can make a school potentially unviable. This also results in more popular schools drawing from an increasingly wider catchment area, with a loss of community cohesion and a negative impact on sustainable travel.

Detailed Proposals - Whickham Area
8.
Specific issues for the Whickham area are:

· A further reduction in pupil numbers by 2013/14 of about 200

· Increasing surplus capacity in some Whickham schools
· The impact of parental preference – some heavily oversubscribed schools and some significantly undersubscribed
· A number of very small schools in the area (4 out of 9)

· The age, condition, suitability and location of some school buildings

· Inward migration of pupils from out of the area – 20% on average
· The need to reduce overall capacity in the area.
9.
The consultation options for Whickham included consideration of closure for one or two community schools (Marley Hill and/or Washingwell), and to consider the closure of Sacred Heart RC. Swalwell was to be considered for retention, subject to there being confidence in its future growth potential. The planned replacement of Front Street was to be reviewed, as to whether it should be 1FE or 2FE.  All catchment areas were to be reviewed. The key issues emerging during consultation are summarised in Appendix 2 to this report.
10.
Sacred Heart RC Primary School, Byermoor. 

It is recognised that the proposal to close this school goes against the views of a significant body of parents and friends of the school, as well as the RC Diocese, who support its retention. This high level of support is not reflected in the number of children attending the school, which is currently around 88. Of these, a number of children are non-Catholic (around 40% on admission) and around 70% live outside of Gateshead borough. The buildings are old and located some distance away from the areas where most pupils live. Discussion will be needed with parents to determine their preference for places in either RC or community primary schools, in Gateshead or in County Durham. The RC Diocese will need to determine the re-assignment of the school’s parish area for admission purposes. Sustainable transport arrangements will need to be developed, including discussions with Durham County Council in respect of the children living in their area.  Sacred Heart is classified as a “rural school” and as a result will require consideration of additional factors as part of the closure proposal: these include transport implications and community impact. As a faith school, the Council will consider the impact of closure on the balance of denominational provision in the area.
11.
Marley Hill Community Primary School.
The local community has expressed its opposition to a closure proposal, particularly as Marley Hill is a somewhat isolated community. However, the school shares a catchment area with Clover Hill primary School and many children living in the Marley Hill area already attend Clover Hill. Numbers attending Marley Hill are currently around 88. It is recognised that the suitability and location of the buildings are unsatisfactory and that there is some support for a closure of Marley Hill School linked to a new-build primary school in the Sunniside area. Due to the existence and proximity of Clover Hill School to Sunniside, there is not a strong case to justify the expense of such a solution that may not be sustainable. 
Parents will be consulted to determine the numbers likely to seek places at Clover Hill or elsewhere, on the closure of Marley Hill. The Council is mindful of the role of Marley Hill in meeting the needs of children with autistic spectrum disorder, and will consult on alternative provision (which will be subject to the SEN Improvement Test). Marley Hill is classified as a “rural school” and as a result will require consideration of additional factors as part of the closure proposal: these include transport implications and community impact. Sustainable transport arrangements will need to be developed.
12.
Front Street, Washingwell, Swalwell and Fellside Primary Schools
There is strong support from parents, staff and governors to retain Front Street School as a 2 form entry school, including rebuilding it on a nearby site. However, it is noted that around 65% of Front Street’s pupils are drawn from beyond its catchment area, leaving neighbouring schools such as Swalwell and Washingwell with very low numbers. It is also noted that the proposed site for a replacement Front Street would locate it closer to Swalwell School, and would not provide for a full range of outdoor play facilities due to the limitations of the site. A proposal to retain and rebuild Front Street School would not resolve the long-term pattern of provision and sustainability of schools in the Whickham area and further closures would be necessary. 
For these reasons, further options will be developed and considered before any formal proposals are made. New options could include the merger of Front Street and Fellside Schools, on the Fellside site, extended to 2 forms of entry. This option would allow more parents to secure places in the most over-subscribed school in the area (Fellside) and ensure greater certainty that Swalwell School could be sustained and enabled to grow to 210 pupils (currently around 97). The future of Washingwell School (currently around 110) also remains uncertain, for similar reasons, and should be considered within this further consultation.

Detailed Proposals – RC Schools
13.
Issues in the RC sector (other than Sacred Heart RC, discussed above) are:

· The reduction of numbers of children in some RC schools

· Surplus capacity focussed in particular schools

· Impact of parental preference – some oversubscribed schools and some significantly undersubscribed
· The number of small and vulnerable RC primary schools

· The age, condition and suitability of some buildings

· The availability of alternative RC provision within the locality
14.
The consultation options for the RC sector included consideration of closure either St John’s in Felling or St Wilfrid’s in Old Fold, and the amalgamation of St Joseph’s Infant and Junior Schools in Birtley to establish a new all-through primary school. 
15.
St John the Baptist and St Wilfrid’s RC Primary Schools
It is recognised that the proposal to close St John the Baptist RC School goes against a significant body of parents and friends of the school. This high level of support is not reflected in the number of children attending the school, which is currently around 78. Of these, a number of children are non-Catholic (around 60% on admission). The buildings are old and not well-suited to delivering primary education in the 21st century. There is significant surplus capacity (132 surplus places). There are spare places available in neighbouring RC and community primary schools and discussion will take place with parents to determine their preferences for alternative schools. The RC Diocese will need to determine the re-assignment of the school’s parish area for admission purposes. The RC Diocese has proposed an area-wide review of RC provision and the Council considers that this will still be necessary, given that St Wilfrid’s is also a small school and may not grow significantly as a result of the closure of St John’s. As a faith school, the Council will consider the impact of closure of St John’s on the balance of denominational provision in the area.
16.
St Joseph’s RC Infant and Junior Schools
The proposal to amalgamate St Joseph’s RC Infant and Junior Schools in Birtley has the support of both governing bodies. Their ambition would be to build a new all-through primary school, on a site to be determined, funded through Primary Capital Programme and including early years provision. Further consultation on this proposal will take place, including the possibility of amalgamating the two schools at an early date whilst continuing to operate on separate sites until a new building is provided.
Small Schools Funding Formula
17.
A review of the small schools funding formula is proposed, to reflect the reduced number of small schools in the Borough, and to adjust the thresholds to reflect the policy agreed by Cabinet that a school of 210 pupils is no longer considered a small school. The review will be carried out in consultation with the Schools Forum and all primary schools. An implementation date of April 2011 is anticipated, unless other funding formula changes arising from national policy changes make that date impossible.

Consultation
18.
Consultation on the closure proposals and other options will be carried out in accordance with the Statutory Guidance issued by the Secretary of State. This will include parents, staff, governing bodies, the RC Diocese, trade unions, the relevant Area Forum, Ward Councillors, MPs  and Durham County Council. Consultation on closure proposals will take place during the second half of the spring term 2010, with a further report to Cabinet in the first half of the summer term 2010. The further Stage 2 consultations will take place during the summer term 2010.
19.
The Cabinet Members for Children and Young People, and for Sustainable Communities Inner West and South have been consulted on the proposals in this report.  

Alternative Options

20. 
This report proposes the closure of several schools. The Council must consider alternative options proposed by consultees before reaching a final decision on these proposals. 

Implications of Recommended Option 

21.
Financial Implications - the Strategic Director Finance and ICT confirms that there are no immediate financial implications arising from this report. If it is decided that some schools should close, the savings arising from this will be redistributed to all schools through the funding formula.  Any capital implications will need to be met from future allocations from the Primary Capital Programme.
22.
Risk Management Implications - there is a growing risk to educational standards and to the efficient use of resources if these proposals are not progressed. There is also a short-term risk in terms of schools being de-stabilised as a result of discussions on potential closures. Management and communications strategies are being employed to minimise the risks. There is an important balance to be made between taking time and consulting extensively to reach a well-considered solution, and the need to achieve some certainty and a clear way forward with the minimum of delay.
23.
Human Resources Implications   -  there are Human Resources implications arising from this report if the school closure proposals are agreed. There are also implications if no action is taken, as schools will be increasingly starved of resources and need to further reduce staffing. . As always, during school review and reorganisation, the Council will expect all school governing bodies to co-operate fully with any necessary redeployment procedures, and give priority consideration to any existing employees at risk of redundancy when filling vacancies. Trade unions will be consulted and involved in the redeployment procedures.
24.
Equality and Diversity Implications -  equality and diversity issues will be considered as part of the review, particularly in giving due consideration to the impact of proposals for children with disabilities or special educational needs. The SEN Improvement Test will be applied where appropriate. The Council must take account of the impact of its proposals on community cohesion and equality of opportunity.
25.
Crime and Disorder Implications – nil
26.
Health Implications – maintaining good quality primary schools with the facilities 
for PE and games promotes improved health outcomes for children.
27.
Sustainability Implications -  the proposals are aimed at reducing surplus capacity, which represents a waste of resources, and to improving school buildings in terms of energy efficiency. The Council has a duty to consider sustainable travel to school arrangements as part of its review process and proposals. Where new build or refurbishment is proposed, the Council’s policy for sustainable construction will be applied.
28.
Human Rights Implications -  the Council has considered the implications of the Human Rights Act in arriving at these proposals, particularly in respect of the impact on the RC community. Whilst there is a clear right for parents to ensure education and teaching in conformity with their religious convictions, this does not translate into a duty on the local authority to provide specific types of schools. Any such provision is provided “only so far as it is compatible with the provision of efficient instruction and training, and the avoidance of unreasonable public expenditure”.
29.
Area and Ward Implications -  there are implications in this report for schools in  Whickham North, Whickham South & Sunniside, Dunston Hill & Whickham East , Felling, Birtley and Lamesley Wards.
Background Information

Primary Review report to Cabinet, 15 September 2009
Primary Review report to Cabinet, 10 February 2009

Notes of meetings and written responses received during consultation.
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